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“What are the values to be a nation?” Arnault Sera

It was a long dusty journey in the dusty unpaved main road connecting the Badakhshan province to Takhar. With most roads in the country unpaved and full of dust, Afghanistan simply might be the dustiest country in the world. Traveling here is not easy either. Passengers are usually packed, pressed in carries like Falancoach, can load up to 18 passengers (many times overloaded up till 20 people) in the narrow seats of the car. Those who can afford more might choose TownAce, comfortably at 7 passengers in the car. If the road track is not too difficult, Corolla and shared taxi might be the most comfortable way of traveling. Traveling is always costly in Afghanistan. Even the cheapest Falancoach may only carry you traveling from Faizabad to Ishkashim for 550 Af (11 $) for the 160 km distance, while the same amount in Pakistan might take you 1000 km away. In anyway, traveling in countryside of Afghanistan requires high stamina, luck, bunch of money, endurances. I was not made for this kind of trip, as most of the way, I force myself to sleep; otherwise I would be very dizzy with the roller coasting bumpy journey.

“Afarin!” yelled a young Afghan boy from the back seat, followed by the hard clappings of the others. They were excited, so happy along the journey, following the traditional Afghan music played by the almost broken radio tape of the Falancoach. The Afghan music, monotonously repetitive, might be very boring for people who don’t understand the language. But the singer, in repetitive sentences, tells stories. There are many things in an Afghan song: about the land, about nation, compatriots (Vatandar), about love, about spirit. And the music became much livelier accompanied by the hand clapping, whisper, and “Afarin!” yells of the young passengers sitting on the back seats. They were so excited, that they were getting closer to home.

The other chance, I was on Town Ace from Mazhar e Sharif to Maimana. The road here was even worse and dustier than that of Badakhshan, plus the sandstorm. But the driver was also more than active in such difficult track. Playing Indian songs from the cassettes, he danced with both hands while driving, sometimes tried to slap the cheek of the passenger sitting next to him, and sometimes even tried to kiss that poor creature (a male, fortunately).

I started to think, is that the spirit of Afghans, the spirit of endurance in their hardship of life, the spirit of joy in the sorrow? Is that the spirit that all ethnics throughout the country - the Tajiks, Pashtuns, Hazaras, Uzbeks, Turkmens, proud about? Is that the spirit that makes the country exist until today, after decades of destructive wars, years of hardships, and now years of rebuilding?

I started to think about this after a discussion with Arnault Sera in Qala Panjah about nationalism, about the reason of a nation, about how a nation to be built, and about the definition of a nation. Afghanistan, like Indonesia, is a multiethnic nation. The Pashtuns dominate the southe, the Tajiks on the north, the Hazaras on the central mountains, Uzbeks and Turkmens on the northeast, and also the Nuristanis near Pakistan borders and Kyrgyz on the unreachable peaks of Pamirs, also the nomadic Kuchis traversing the whole country for fertile grassland. It’s an interesting question to be imposed, what for them ‘Afghanistan’ means. What is the feeling to be called as an Afghan?

A Wakhi Tajik boy minority in Qala Panjah preferred the country to be called as Aryana, the ancient name of Afghanistan before the arrival of Islam. Aryana doesn’t have any string to any ethnics, while the term ‘Afghan’ is somehow closely oriented to the Pashtuns. Now under the flag of Afghanistan, the mountain people of Wakhi Tajik and Kyrgyz have to identify themselves as Afghans.

The boundaries of Afghanistan, just like Indonesia, were also artificial. They were defined by foreign colonial powers. In the history, the current area of Afghanistan never existed long. It was only about two years ago when Ahmad Shah Durrani conquered the whole area, tried to unify the people (included to Islamize the kafir (non-believers) Nuristanis) and the definition of Afghanistan started since. The northern boundary of the country, that is the Amu Oxus River, which separated Afghanistan from Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, was defined by the Russians and British to delimit Russian empire. The eastern boundary, the Durand line, slicing the area that was called as Pashtunistan into half Afghanistan half Pakistan, was defined by the British colonial government. Many of the Afghans, until recently, despised the border and regarded the area what is now NWFP province of Pakistan as part of their territory. When Pakistan was admitted in the United Nations, Afghanistan quitted.

The most artificial part of Afghanistan was the Wakhan Corridor, the 15 km narrow land sandwiched between the Russian empire and British India. The people of the area were nomadic herdsmen. Suddenly they found their families to be separated into different countries, the villages were split: the part one side of the river belonged to an empire, the other side of the river belonged to other empire, and that behind the mountains belonged to another one. Family visits became not possible anymore, and the drawing of the border lines had given different fates to the people in different parts of the lines.

Indonesia, my country, had very similar artificially made borders and boundaries, where suddenly people of different ethnic groups became united while some other of the same groups became separated. The confrontation with Malaysia regarding the dispute upon Borneo was also similar to Pashtunistan case. Like it or not, it was the Dutch colonial empire which defined the boundary of Indonesia, not the Srivijaya nor Majapait ‘national kingdoms’ like our leaders wanted us to believe as the kingdoms which united the whole archipelago (it is nationwide compulsory history knowledge).

What is the feeling of being called as Indonesians? Will it relate us to the Korowai tree people in deep Papua jungles or long-eared Dayak ladies? Will it relate us to our European look beauty delegate, Nadine Chandrawinata, or the celebrities of Arab and Indian origins, or the Chinese community in Glodok economic center? Is the term Indonesia strong enough to make Achehnese accepted the brotherhood of the Javanese? Or it will be like Afghanistan, where the majority started to define minorities as ‘non-Afghans’)? Will be there example of Indonesians talking others as ‘non-Indonesians’ (the case of pri and nonpri)?

The national border lines are already there. Like it or not, it’s the factual limit lines of our nations. Arnault, a French traveler, described that the borders of our country, according to his country’s law, which is then modeled by other countries, shouldn’t be based on ethnics, religious, languages, but values. ‘What are the common values to be a country?’ was the questions to be decided when drawing the border lines of French colonies in Africa. The values can be as broad to grab more people together, like tolerance, humanity, religious freedom, etc. If we couldn’t define this, the strong handed rulers will try to define the nations by themselves. For example religious oppressions in Afghanistan to Islamize the non Muslims Nuristanis, as the value that well accepted in the country, that being a Muslim is same as being good. Other example is the Pashtuns who forced the whole nation to accept its interpretation of Islam. In Indonesia military oppressions were used by the Suharto Regime to make minorities in Acheh, East Timor, and Papua quiet.

What are the common values that stick together the people in the artificially made Afghanistan? Same questions can be imposed to the artificially made Indonesia. This is a deep question, which requires deep research and lots of discussions. I can’t wait to see the work of Andreas Harsono to be published. He is an Indonesian journalist traversing the whole archipelago to discover the definition of ‘Indonesian nationalism’ among the different ethnic groups in the country (check www.andreasharsono.blogspot.com).
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Today Mr. Juma Khan had to go to Khandod for a business, so I had the chance to hich his tractor to go back as far as Khandod. Transport in Wakhan Valley is always difficult and chance like this of course doesn’t come everyday. My legs are still painful after the long hike some days before and I hardly can walk long.

It was not only me the free loader (muftah). Moalem also took the ride. They way along the southern bank of Wakhan river was quite difficult as there were many rivers and streams to cross, and also the road after the Baba Tangi village was flooded as deep as waist. The river after Baba Tangi was so deep and strong, that we had to throw stones to make the way for the tractor through the water. Then it was another steep climb up the hill. The empty tractor couldn’t make it. Juma Khan was a good leader, and he really knew what to do in all situations. He asked all the hitchhikers (all locals who took the opportunity for free hitch) to collect stones from the mountains and put in the loading part of the tractor, to make the weight more evenly distributed. It worked. The tractor successfully climbed the long steep hill before the bridge near Sargaz.

The hassle of traveling with this vehicle didn’t stop here. Actually tractor is among the sturdiest vehicles to traverse this kind of hard track. It had big wheels so it was not afraid of deep ditches. But deep water was an enemy for the machine.

Juma Khan always had to assure that the water was not deeper than a man’s waist so that the water wouldn’t go to intrude the machine. But this time, the Wakhan river flooded the road near Sheulk village very, very deep. The stream was strong and even if I was walking I would be scared to cross. There were only Moalem and me the passengers at the time, as other farmers and herders just took the lift until their destinations before the bridge. Now what to do with this deep river? There was a secondary road up the hill for the pedestrians, but whether it was passable by tractor was another mystery. We walked along the alternative road. It was quite easy and wide at the beginning, then it started to be full of stones. Not a big problem for tractor. But all we three could do was removing the big stones from blocking the way. In one part of the road was too narrow, so we threw some stones to widen the road. It was not an easy task. We were only three and the hole was very deep. After an hour of effort the tractor successfully climbed this alternative way and we passed the river bellow.

The village of Wardooj is another tiny village but of importance due to its position, proximity to the first bridge connecting the north and south bank of the river. The rais (village head) of Wardooj lived in a house uphill that required long climb from the main road. His wife, as other Ismaili women, was so friendly, smiling all the time while serving the tea and nan to the guests. She didn’t join the conversation but it seemed that she listened carefully to all that the guests were talking about. After teatime, our load got heavier, as villagers also took the chance to transport their stuff by tractor. They asked Juma Khan to bring the wood and furniture down to Khandod, sans personnel.

I thought that now we can travel smoothly, but I was mistaken. After the beautiful waterfalls, the water really fell, now on the road, just nearby. It was very deep. Not a good sign for Juma Khan’s tractor. He asked Moalem to walk the flooded water to see how deep it was, but Moalem was afraid of getting wet. Then there were some local herders who were ‘victimized’ as they had sticks to help them walking in the stream. It was indeed very deep. Juma Khan tractor couldn’t pass. There was an alternative way for the pedestrians up the hill and he asked me to take it. “Ahista, ahistan, paida karo, Qala Panjah Inshallah pahunc hoge,” he asked me not to waste my time to walk to Qala Panjah. Instead of me saying thank you, he first said sorry to me not being able to take me to my destination. “Lekin, kya karenge? What to do?” I did really wish to meet him again somewhere after our farewell.

I walked from Aorgarch, I tried to avoid Moalem due to the accident of opium. He walked fast anyway. And I walked slowly through the corridor between Tajikistan and Pakistan. On my right was Tajikistan, on my left was Pakistan. The scenery was beautiful, but it was too quiet for me to walk alone. I had nobody to rely now, especially when my legs got worse and worse during the walk. I started walking at 1 p.m. and at 3.pm. both legs were already almost paralyzed. I forced myself to walk as there was no other choice. No village existed between Aorgarch and Qala Panjah, and except the three shepherds there was nobody else.

When I arrived in Qala Panjah after 4 and half hours walk, I almost died. The border police, Qurban, saw me and said, “my heart is painful looking you like this.” Such a romantic little boy. He took my bag and helped me to walk to the Shah’s house. Now my knees completely couldn’t be bent, I walked just as my legs were two stiff bamboo sticks.

I thought I would be completely fainted when I arrived in Shah’s house. This time I was housed in a guest room on the second floor. Climbing the stairs with stiff legs was as glorious as independence struggle. But I was not alone in that room. There was Arnoult, a Frenchman used to work for UNAMA and just finished a month of trekking in Wakhan and Pamir. We discussed a lot, despite of my fever and pain. We discussed about the meaning of nation, what Afghanistan means for Afghan, the concept of nationalism, the values of being a nation, until the philosophy of Islam.

The next day, early in the morning, with lots of struggle, I went to the border police post. Qurban said previously that today there would be an Acardian car going to pass to Ishkashim, that I might hitch. I had breakfast with the border police, a cup of milk tea, a cup of sweet black tea, and nan. Qurban communicated with other post in Khandod with the satellite phone. It’s the only method of communication here, and it cost 1.50 $/minute. “Pamir…Pamir….” Repeated Qurban as it was the code of the post. Not long after, it became a chit chat between the border police of the two posts. “Qurban jon, bakhari hasti? Aram asti? (Qurban dear, are you allright? Everything is fine?)” said the other.

The border police post was a house with simple three rooms. The communication room was merely 3 x 1 m, with a small table and chair, a set of telephone appliance, some ISAF News (Sada e Azadi) tabloid which then turned to be wallpaper, and a huge Masoud poster. It seemed quite comfortable to live here.

Later, after waiting for a while, there was no vehicle at all passing, but Juma Khan’s tractor at 10. I was so happy to meet him again. He successfully passed the flood of Aorgarch in early morning where there was less water. And at the end, we arrived in Khandod at 12. I missed the connecting transport to Ishkashim again. Who expected to travel the 100ish km distance from Krat to Ishkashim one needed 3 days? And it was not cheap at all. After discussing with some Sunni traders from Ishkashim, we managed to rent (dar bast, door closed) a Falancoach to IShkashim. It cost 700 Af for the ride. Falancoach was not a suitable vehicle for the terrain like Wakhan. IT even couldn’t pass any ditches and passengers needed to go down to throw stones to the ditches. Sometimes the passengers also turned to be road builders with scopes and hands to make the way for the poor carriage. The bridge was broken and the road was swept by the flood. The unreliable Falancoach needed an hour with the help of local men to pass. In return, we agreed to take two women in our car. They were Ismaili Tajik and the younger one was wearing burqa. Burqa didn’t really serve the purpose as most of the time the girl didn’t cover her face with the veiling costume. After arrived in their village, still in Wakhi Tajik area, the girl simply threw away her burqa and walked unveiled. The burqa was merely to satisfy the Sunni passengers.

Again, I missed the connecting transport as our Falancoach arrived in Ishkashim at 2 while the last car going to Baharaq left at 1. Who to blame?

When traveling in Afghanistan, the more you rushed, the more you got stressed.
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“Zdravstvui tovarech” – a villager from Krat

Freedom is what the Wakhi people are longing for.

I never expected my visit to Chapursan, the Wakhi Tajik valley in northern Pakistan, brought me to learn deeper about the life of the same ethnic in Afghanistan side of the valley. In Chapursan, 7 months ago, I stayed in house of Noorkhan, a Wakhi Tajiki from Kil village, where sun doesn’t come at all in winter for 3 months. Who expected, deep in restricted area of Wakhan Corridor, I met friends and relatives of Noorkhan.

Faizal-u-Rahman, 29 years old, is a cousin of Alam Jan Dario, a famous man from Zod Khon village in Chapursan, who pioneered tourism in the valley. I met Faizal in in Khandud. He was offering me a hitch on tractor to the village of Krat in Wakhan Valley of Afghanistan. He, together with other people from Chapursan are working for an American NGO, Central Asian Institute, and this moment they are building a school in the village. Chapursan is an area dominated by Wakhi Tajik people, same as in Wakhan Valley, and the Wakhi people follow Ismaili sect of Islam. Only Ismaili Pakistanis were hired by the NGO to work in this Ismaili area, and most of them are from Chapursan.

I walked from Ghoz Khan to Krat. I started at 5 in the morning and arrived at 3 afternoon. There were some big streams to cross before the bridge in Soust. I was offered by Noor Ali, a man riding a horse to Qala-e-Panjah, for a hitch ride until the bridge. This is a Wakhi hospitality. Some streams were so difficult to cross on foot as the water was strong as and as deep as a man’s waist. I was so thankful for the horse ride. Noor Ali, the horseman, said, “baksheesh.” In Pakistan or India, baksheesh means asking for money, but here it’s merely a reply of thank you. Noor Ali is working in Qala Panjah, and the horse ride from Ghoz Khan takes him two hours to reach Panjah.

Travelling in Wakhan valley is difficult, as transport service is not existent. People would be very lucky if they can hitchhike to shorten up their journey. I was not that lucky though. That day, in my 8 hour journey, I saw not even a single vehicle going to my direction. The scenery was stunning, nevertheless. The high snow peak of Baba Tangi after 6 hours walking was simply impressive. When I arrived in Krat, after about 40 km walking distance, I was not even able to move any of my legs. I ate almost nothing since the morning. I was relieved I arrived in Krat and there was hospitality there to save my life.

His name is Bakhtali, 35 years old. People call him Moalem, means teacher, as he works as a teacher in school tents near the village. Faizal Rahman took me to Bakhtali’s house in my first moment in the village. Bakhtali said he liked guests very much.

“I am a communist. Communist is good,” said him, while proudly showing his communist party member cards and some communist cadet awards during the regime of Najibullah. All of the cards were written in Pashto, not Dari. His old photos look very young and handsome. Now his face is more rough, thin, dark, old – emphasized by the thick moustache.

His wife served us milk tea. As in Chapursan, the tea is mixed with salt. I dipped my nan (bread) to the tea while listening to Bakhtali’s story. His wife joined us. This is Ismaili area, where there is no restriction towards women.

“Tajikistan is good, there is freedom there,” said Bakhtali, “it’s the mordernization of the Soviet (Sheravi).” Bakhtali’s idols are Engels, Lenin, Marx, and Stalin. “When Gorbachev led Soviet, he only talked about democratic, democratic…, then everything became kharab (broken).” After the Gorbachev’s perestroika programs, the Soviet republics gained independence and communism collapsed. Bakhtali likes communism, but he doesn’t like China. “China is not real communist. Vietnam is better.” For him, China is a capitalist, following a system where only the rich got benefits and the poor are suffering. There is one sure reason why Bakhtali liked communism very much.

It’s the freedom.

Women didn’t need to wear burqa, girls might go to school, and education was high. It is the freedom which was offered by communism, which attracted the symphaty of the people in the valley. And Bakhtali is not alone here.

Bakhtali is poor. He has four children. The biggest two daughters are Sultan Atab and Sefida. Their mother didn’t know the daughters’ ages exactly, she guessed Sultan was 16 and Safida 10. It’s time for Sultan’s marriage already. Bakhtali said Sultan was astill 15. But the groom for Sultan was decided already, a distant relative of her mother in another village. Bakhtali’s two boys are Dela (4 years) and Shir Hussain (2 years). There is a certain turn between Sultan, Safida, and the mother to carry Shir Hussain on their backs, make him quiet and happy. Bakhtali has to provide life to these for children and wife. Nan, milk tea and rice have to be made from the dark kitchen everyday. It’s not easy. Bakhtali only earns 50 dollars per month and since 4 months the money has not come yet.

“The government of Afghanistan is very bad,” said Bakhtali in Farsi. Life is more difficult, as Bakhtali has a very bad habit. I regretted to know, that he is an opium addict.

One afternoon, after walking around the village, I returned to Bakhtali’s house. In the room I saw an old man was busy of burning something. It was opium. Bakhtali’s wife gave me signal to take photos of that man, but the old man got very aggressive. “NA KO! (Don’t do it!)” he screamed.

Bakhtali came. I know that day was his addicted day. Since the morning he was talking about how difficult his life was. He stopped talking about his communism ideas; instead he talked about the drug addiction, about his disease, and about his desperate of money. Drugs change people. Bakhtali is an example.

I examined how the opium to be consumed. First the old man crushed the stuff to powder. It’s then to be mixed with water and crushed again until it become really smooth. Then the smooth powder is put at the end of a pipe with shape resembles a question mark, and burnt on small fire. At the other side of the pipe, the man smoked and the drugs threw him to heaven.

“What is that?” I asked Bakhtali.

“Taryaq (opium),” answered him, “but believe me, I am not going to smoke it. It’s bad.”

Nevertheless Bakhtali sat next to the old man, and smoked the opium together. He forgot what he just had said some few seconds before. His wife, his babies, just watched the activity, unable of doing anything. Or for them this ceremony has been common scene.

Taryaq is not cheap. Bakhtali told me it cost 100 Afs from a saudagar (merchant) from Faizabad, while showing me the size with his fingers, about 1 cm size. Later I learnt 1 gram of taryaq from Baharaq cost 500 Af. It’s far beyond Bakhtali’s financial power.

I know addicted man can be dangerous when they are in hunger of drugs. And today was Bakhtali’s “not well” day. It was the reason for me to decide not to stay any longer than a night in his house. When I tried to leave, Bakhtali implied to me to give him some money.

“Yesterday, my little boy, maida (=si kecil, the little) said to me, ‘father, please ask the foreigner to help me….’”

I looked at Dela, deep at his little eyes, “What help you want from me?”

Dela is only 3 or 4 years old and I never heard him speaking. Bakhtali represented his son to answer, “Anything!”

I said I would think about what help would be helpful for such a small boy, maybe notebook and pencil.

Bakhtali felt helpless, “I am a teacher. Books and pencils are abundant. Paisa! Paisa! (money! Money!).

Dela just looked at us. I doubted he understood the conversation. When I left the house, Bakhtali followed me and kept talking about their hospitality, about how difficult it would be if I was in Sunni area, about other Japanese who gave him money.

He is in hallucination.

I was thinking before of giving something to the family. I know their life was difficult, but they still shared their rice with me. I also asked Baktali to seek doctor in Ishkashim to stop his addiction, for his children’s future, and I don’t want to push him deeper into this evil. Giving the money to him directly is dangerous. I was thinking of giving some money through Faizal to let him to buy some rice for Bakhtali. But this would leak Bakthali’s secret as opium addict in the village and the shame would be a burden for the whole family.

Drug addiction is something notorious to the Wakhan people. It was a more severe situation five years ago. The development from the Ismaili leaders brought reduction to number of addicts. The opium is not grown in the valley. It is brought from lower areas like Baharaq and Jurm. People of Baharaq only grow but not consume. People of Wakhan only consume but not grow.

Before leaving Bakhtali’s family, let me tell you how I was impressed by them. The hospitality was my first impression of the family. The wife always joined our conversation, smiled, and posed for photos. “I am a communist, not a fundamentalist,” said Bakhtali. Only Bakhtali speaks Farsi, the others in the family speak Wakhi, a Farsi dialect, the language of the Wakhi Tajik people. The wife, as other women in the village, also was not hesitant to breastfeed her baby in front of guests (in the village/kishlok, some women also breastfeed the babies on the village main road).

“Ismailis are people of freedom,” said Bakhtali, “we don’t have purdah and cadar” Only when the women go to cities further than Iskhashim, they have to wear burqa. It’s pressure from the Sunni people. It’s not the tradition of the Ismailis. Bakhtali doesn’t have burqa in his house. He has to borrow from the neighborhood when his wife was going to the bazaar. He even couldn’t not pronounce the word ‘burqa’ properly. “What is that? Bukra? Burka?” The local word for ‘burqa’ is ‘cadri’.

Bakhtali is a man. For him burqa is bad. For Ismaili women, it’s even worse. Bibi Sarfenaz is a respected woman in the valley. She works for Aga Khan foundation, and is busy traversing the valley for her works. She spent 6 years of training from Aga Khan Organization in Ismaili areas in northern Pakistan. She expressed her impression of the development there, of the high education of the women there. Bibi Sarfenaz is 35, but is still strong to walk along the Wakhan Corridor and Wakhan Valley when necessary. Her office has a car, but not always available for her to use. That day she was in Krat for a survey.

“We like freedom. Ismailis are lovers of freedom. There should be freedom for women, as women are equal to men,” said Bibi Sarfenaz enthusiastically. While the Sunni women are usually not allowed to go to the mosques, the Ismaili women go to their jemaatkhana (prayer hall) together with the men, 3 times of prayers a day (Sunnis pray 5 times a day). “We don’t have purdah, cadar. But when we go to cities, we have to, we have to wear the burqa, because there are many Sunnis there.” Bibi Sarfenaz hates burqa as it is a symbol of women oppression. She has burqa in the car, as it’s necessary to wear for long distance travel, otherwise, she would be considered as ‘halal meat’. She agreed to show me how the burqa to be worn, how a face of a woman to be fully covered by anonymous blanket. Just at the second when the white textile fully covered her face, just at the second she became anonymous, I fe\lt the shock. Once again, she said, “Burqa is not our tradition… we are just forced to…”

The longing of freedom also made Bibi Sarfenaz like Tajikistan. The women there also work and don’t wear burka. “Do you like communists?” I asked her. “Communists are not bad,” answered her. Tajikistan, the brothers and sisters of the Wakhi Tajiks who has been Russified, is now an ideal for the people in this undeveloped Afghan side of the river.

“Zdravstvui tovarech,” greeted a villager to men when I was strolling in the village. Tovarech is Russian term for ‘comrade’, brother of the same idea. It is a word which was commonly used in the heydays of communism. Here, in isolated Wakhan valley, the ideals of freedom, ideas of equality, the ideas which were offered by the communists, are still alive. And it’s Tajikistan, the country just across the river, a country which once lived under Communism red spirit, which always become the dreams of how life should be.

Tajikistan might be only ideas, as now these people life under the flag of Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, where they have to follow the culture and idea of the majority. Ismailism is always minority, and as in Pakistan and Iran, they often seen as non-Muslims by the majority Sunnis and Shiites. They follow their spiritual leader, the Aga Khan, whom they believe has the direct leadership line since the Prophet. “For us, it’s insianiat (humanity) which is the most important. Any insane (human) from any religions are the same. Religion is in heart, not on the clothes nor on tongue,” said Bibi Sarfenaz’s husband, also a respected man in the valley, who works for the Ismaili society in the area.

I felt the modern thinking of this sect, when I met a villager of Krat one day. This old man, in his first words, asked me, “How many years you read in the school? Do you have father and mother?” instead of the common question in other parts of Afghanistan, “Are you Muslim?” In fact, never once I was asked my religion by the villagers in Wakhan. For them my religion is not important. My education and my family were more interesting thing to know.

Actually it’s not only about freedom which the Ismaili people of Krat village in the Wakhan Valley concern about. Life here is difficult. Shadowed by the mystical snow peak of Baba Tangi, water is always pure, clean, and abundant. But rice, the staple, is not grown here. The truck bringing rice from lower city of Ishkashim comes without fixed schedule. Road is very bad. People here are much more luckier than the Sunni Kirghiz ethnic further in unaccessible high mountain areas of Pamir.

Only wheat (gandum) is available, as well as some kinds of vegetables, and milk – self-supplied by the fields and cattle. Meat is luxury food. Men doesn’t have much work to do. Women collect wheat and grass for fire. Young boys collect stools of cows or woods. Young girls collect water from the spring. They don’t need Barbie dolls. Little girls of 5 years old already have a real baby brother or sister to carry around. Men sometimes work in the field, sometimes with the animals, sometimes with the stones or wood. But most of the time, people here are idle, sitting and chatting around.

Bulbul, his name is a type of bird, might be one of the luckiest men in the village. He got the responsibility of providing tea and bread for the Pakistani workers, everyday at 6:30, 9:30, and rice at 12:30. The halves of the clock were caused that the Pakistanis still prefer to use their time instead of Afghan time, 30 minutes behind. He earns 4500 Af (90$) per month per Pakistani worker. There are 15 workers, so he is supposed to get 1350 $ per month. The wheat , tea, and rice are provided by the Pakistanis, so his task was just to prepare the food. And it was actually his wife’s task.

I went to Bulbul’s house everyday with the Pakistanis for breakfast, tea-time, and lunch. The Pakistanis sit in the guest room. Sometime I was invited to the private part of the house. Bulbul is married but has no children. In the private house, as it was an extended family system, was full of children. The stove (bokhari) of the kitchen is on the ground and the family sleeps in the same room as the kitchen. The walls had a slice of oil, collected after years of cooking. There is no electricity here, light comes from natural source – the sun, which pass through a big window on the roof. Bulbul’s house is quite a rich one. The window on the roof has door which can be closed by the help of long stick. Other houses use plastic to cover this window when rain or snow comes. The stove is open, without chimney system, and the room is full of dangerous gas when cooking time comes. I remembered chimney has been introduced to their Wakhi brothers in Chapursan. It has not come to the isolated part of Afghanistan yet.

Bulbul has 3 brothers and they live together in the same house, no partition. The two brothers and family now are in Pamir, herding the yak and sheep to the higher mountains as the animals cannot survive the summer heat of Wakhan and prefer to grass in the colder, higher Pamir. Pamir is 5 day walk away from Wakhan. The way of life of Wakhi Tajik, where part of the family reside in permanent place and some other part move to other areas periodically and come back to their permanent house for some seasons, is semi sedentary life. The Kirghiz in the Pamir maintain semi-nomadic life. They have two permanent places, one for winter and one for summer, and they commute between the two places during the year. The nomadic life, for example of the Mongols in Mongolia, where people keep moving to all possible places during their life, doesn’t exist anymore in this part of Afghanistan.

The women in Krat are all wearing traditional dress. It consists of cap, scarf, shirt, vest, skirt, trousers, and shoes. All are beautifully embroidered. The women also wear beautiful accessories: colorful necklaces and pins. Bashbegim, Bulbul’s brother’s wife, wear a dozen of necklaces and a pair of pins written ‘Muhammad’, the name of the Prophet. Other women may also bear the photo of their husband together with keys, nail cutters, star shaped accessories, hung on the front side of the vest. Such accessories like these are not worn by their Wakhan sisters in Chapurson (or Chapuristan as it’s called in Wakhan). Some said it was sinful (gunna) to wear to many accessories.

Usually each house has an open air hall, where the women of the house use to weave, make clothes, or to breastfeed the babies. When I visited Bulbul’s house, his wife was busy of boiling the wool strain with color powder. Snow starts to fall a month later, and it’s the time now to make warm clothes for the children. Bibi Roushan, another woman in the neighborhood, was also busy of weaving and sewing, while her baby slept calmly in the baby cradle (katq). The women in the village also have the responsibility of collecting grass, wood, and wheat for food making. One day, when I was taking a nap in the hall, the window was knocked by a young girl, whispering “Aks! Aks! (photo! Photo!)”. She was with her grandmother and sisters. They posed happily in front of the camera while picking the grass among the wheat in the field, to add more taste to the plain rice dinner. The Ismaili teaching didn’t restrict them from interaction with strangers, something which is bizarre to be done by Afghan women in other areas. Somehow they reminded me to Indonesian village women who also often actively asked to be photographed. I do really enjoy the warmth of hospitality here.

It’s really only hospitality which rules the people of Wakhan Valley. When meeting each other, it’s compulsory to ‘sing’ the long greeting, “Salaam aleik, chetorasti? Khob asti? Jor asti? Aram asti? Bakhair asti?” All just ask whether the other person is fine, safe good, and happy. The people, despite of their poverty, also like to share meals and tea with guests. When taking food or drink, it’s essential to offer the other people around first before actually eating or drinking. They usually take plain bread to be eaten with salt milk tea. For lunch or dinner, it’s usually rice with cheese. Never once I was asked to pay for my food during my days in Wakhan. I regretted not bringing anything to share so I don’t know how to reciprocate their hospitality. I only took photos which made them really happy when seeing the result on the monitor, and said, “tashakor, zahmat dadam, muftah khordam,” expressing my grateful and regret to be a free loader.

And often because of this hospitality culture, I felt really ashamed. Once I told Faizal I needed to recharge my batteries. Electricity is really a big problem here. There are only 3 generators in the village of 450 people of 35 families. One in jamaat khana, no plug. The other in the house of the rais (the village;s chief), temporarily broken. Faizal brought me to Akimboy’s house. He asked permission in Wakhi. I didn’t understand.

“He is a good man,” said Faizal to me.

Later I found they didn’t turn on the generator everyday, but they would do it especially for me. To save my face, instead of saying I needed to recharge, Faizal said we wanted to watch Afghan songs from the VCD. Akimboy brought the TV and VCD, and a bunch of CD collection from the storage room. It ended up to be TV show (attracted some other boys from the neighborhood to watch the movies), a dinner, accommodation, and breakfast the next morning. We were really ‘muftahkhor’, free-loaders. By the way, the movie that night was an Afghan-made movie about a foreigner (khareji) driving a UN car to bring medicine (miraculously without body guard parade), being looted by the mujaheddin then saved by a woman fighter named Malalai who brought him to Pakistan border. Malalai was a great heroine in Afghan history and now commonly become heroine of stories and movies made in Afghanistan. Akimboy turned on the generator for 4 hours, enough for me to recharge all of my batteries and for the guys to watch songs and movies. The dinner even included fried meat and meat soup, a real luxury in Wakhan.

Akimboy is among the richest in the village. He has dog to guard his house. He lives with other 2 brothers: Baranboy and Qadam. All are married and have children. The house is full of babies. Rashida, 2.5 years old, Akimboy’s daughter, is a good dancer. When the VCD played happy Afghan music, she danced in front of the TV. Her face is always dirty as she never stops sneezing. In the morning, 6:30, it’s time for the little girls to feed the cattle. The family has two cows, and two girls of the family bring the beasts to the grassland nearby. The girls have wood stick and it’s amazing to see how these little babies can be also cruel when beating the cows, to prevent them get any closer to the Wakhan river or eating neighbor’s wheat. Rashida sometimes joines them, but most of the time sits at home, crawls on floor, cries, beats other smaller babies, walks around, kicks the dog, etc. Qadam, Akimboy’s youngest brother, has the youngest baby in the home, just 10 months old. In total there are 3 babies younger than 2 years old in the house for the women to look after, plus half a dozen another little boys and girls. It’s not important anymore who is whose baby, the baby becomes responsibility of all women in the house, included the grandmother.

Wakhi Tajiks have interesting culture to make the babies sleep. First the mother ties the baby on little hammock, then swings the baby slowly until it falls asleep. The tying stuff is to prevent the baby fly away or fall down. Akimboy family has 3 babies but only 1 hammock, so they use in queue. After the baby falls asleep, it will be moved to a cradle, also swing-able. Again, the baby has to be tied still on the cradle, for safety. Than the cradle is covered by curtain to prevent the light annoys the little angel’s sleep. The baby sleeps like this until it reach 2 years of age, when he or she starts to sleep on the floor just like their parents and elder brothers and sisters.

The morning grazing time ends at 10. At 11, the little boys and girls of each family bring the family’s cattle to the huge grassland east of the village. Suddenly the grassland turned to resemble an animal market. About a hundred of cows, sheep, and donkeys, the possession of all villagers, are grazed then collectively to grassland far away behind the mountains in upper area. The men of the village have turns of who has the responsibility to bring the animals of the village to the grassland. The little boys and girls, the young shepherds of the families, then return home for lunch. They will be back to the village grassland to pick up their own animals after the collective grazing at 4:30 afternoon. Why the animals should be brought collectively out of the village for grazing? The fields near to the village are too precious for the wheat production and for sure a hundred of cattle would affect the land fertility tremendously.

While people concern so much about the cattle and field, it seems that almost nobody knows about his or her own age. The people are not educated so they don’t think any importance of remembering birthdays. Daniar, son of Daulatboy, Akimboy’s relative, said that he was 3.5 years old, but at least he was 10 years old. He doesn’t have any concept of time dimension. The oldest man in the village, Rajabmat, claimed he was 95 years old, but it’s difficult to attest this. Another man supposed to be older than him, Tila Khan, said he was only 80 years old. Nevertheless, time is not important here, as every summer, every winter passes routinely without any drastic changes to the life in this isolated valley. Time passes as slow, as fast, as it wants.

But the more educated Wakhi brother from Pakistan side, the builders from Chapursan (called by the locals as Chapuristan) have stronger concept of time, and their existence here is supposed to bring changes to the valley. They, 15 people, mosetly stone breakers and constructors work together with the locals to build a school (maktab) in the village. Until now children has to go to the UNICEF tents in the neighboring village.

Faizal u Rahman is one of the Pakistani workers here. He earns 1000 Af (20$) per day working in this isolated area, much more than what a builder may earn in Pakistan. I spent two nights with these builders in their basecamp, a house near the prayers hall. I’m happy to speak Urdu again, but at the same time I speak Farsi to the villagers, and speaking two foreign languages at the same time makes my words bizarre as I kept mixing words of the two languages in every sentence. The Chapursan workers share the same language with the local people, the Wakhi language, a dialect of Tajik Farsi language.

The Pakistani workers still use Pakistani time, 30 minutes ahead of Afghan time. They start work as early as 7, and finish at 5. The stones for the school building are broken from the mountains, then transported to the construction are a by the tractor driven by the Chairman Juma Khan. They have tea-time and lunch at 10 and 1, in Bulbul’s house. For afternoon tea-time it’s responsibility of another villager and for the dinner of these 14 workers, the houses in the village each has their turn. Afternoon, for time passing, they usually play cards and listen to radio. The radio can catch as far as Thailand broadcast. Once they were listening (without understanding) to a Chinese broadcast, a news about inauguration of a hospital in a village deep in Guangdong province. I felt I was among the Chinese workers now.

The Chapursani share the same culture, same faith as the villagers of Krat. But being raised in different countries, the same ethnic has walked different fate of life. The Aga Khan organizations has brought much development to the Ismaili areas in Pakistan, brought a high literacy rate more than 90%. The Ismailis of the isolated Wakhan corridor are awaiting for drastic change for their future. And they are sure, they don’t need wait too long anymore.
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“Now I can’t say it’s good or bad. Tomorrow I will see” - Shah-e-Panj

Wakhan and Tajikistan are only separated by the Amu River. Tajikistan is visible everywhere from Wakhan Corridor. It looks like a wall of high mountains scattered by green valleys over there across the mighty river. Even the vehicles, camels, horses, and power lines of the country are visible from Afghanistan. But it’s as far as the sky, or at least, it’s double the distance to Kabul.

In this side of the river, life is desperate. Qala-e-Panjah, named after the fort in the village, is a tiny village marking the beginning of the Wakhan Valley. It’s 110 km away from Eshkashem, or 2 day trip by vehicle. Motorable road is existent, but the unpaved road scretched from Ishkashim to Sarhad-e-Boroghil through Qala-e-Panjah is a heritage of the 1960’s. The road often washed by floods from the river and streams making transportation only possible by sturdy Russian jeep, 4WDs, and tractors.

Schools are rare, hospital is not existent, electricity is only produced by private generators, and the nearest bazaar is in Ishkashim, that 2 day journey away. But the area has beautiful setting, and this can be the commodity to provide brighter future of the local community. The Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs working together with the Aga Khan Foundation has started the construction of some guesthouses for tourists. But the fruits are not to be harvested yet. The area is a restricted area in a less visited country of Afghanistan. Hardly more than 10 tourists groups and less independent travelers in a year coming to explore the beautiful valleys and mountains, after struggling hard to pass the bureaucratic hopes to get the special permit from the border officers.

The people of Wakhan valley are Wakhi Tajiks who follow Ismaili sect of Islam. The women, compared to their Afghan sisters, are more visible in public in their colorful dress. Only when they go to bazaar in Ishkashim, they wear burqa, the full covering veil. According to Khan Jon, a muki (Ismaili imam) of Qala-e-Panjah, it’s because there are many Afghan Sunnis in Ishkashim, traders from everywhere in the country, coming to Ishkashim, and the Sunnis don’t like to see women’s faces. This what he called as ‘mota’aseb’, fundamentalist. But in Wakhan valley, the women are proud of the color of their scarves, shirts, skirts, trousers, shoes…, all in different colors and designs.

The Ismaili community of Qala-e-Panjah, as well as the whole Wakhan Corridor and Wakhan Valley, is led by a Shah (king) entitled Shah-e-Panjah. His real name is Said Ismail, 53 years old. The muki, Khan Jon, is his brother. His relatives are also respected men in the valley. The Shah possessed a house near the main road and now he is building a new one near the river. It’s his responsibility to accommodate and feed all of the coming travelers. One may query how the Shah managed to give food to all people coming to his house generously with piles of rice and slices of meats. The Shah with his enormous wealth doesn’t need to worry about that. I remember Islamic wisdom saying that the more you gave the more you would get.

I enjoyed the religious discussion with Shah and his relatives. His concept of the religion, based on the teaching of Ismailism, is a very open-minded, moderate, and modern interpretation of Islam. He disagreed that the clothes of women to be regulated in law, as religion is not on clothes but is in the heart. When I introduced the concept of reincarnation of Buddhism and Hinduism, he also showed his interests in learning, and he also translated the concept of karma in the frame of Islam to his followers. He really has the aura of a respected religious leader.

Gulam Sakhi, a high rank commander of border police in Wakhan area, is a Sunni Tajik whose duty mostly in Ismaili areas. He was rushing his way (together with me) from Eshkashem to Qala-e-Panjah by different methods of transports. The 110 km distance has to be covered by a whole day jeep journey to Khandud plus few hours on tractor to Qala-e-Panjah. The tractor is owned by the Pakistanis working for an NGO of development of the area. Sakhi, the high rank commander, hitch hiked the tractor for his journey. Joined his was Wali Muhammad, a high rank officer in Wakhan district government office in Khandod. The tractor with its gigantic wheels showed its power in crossing deep streams which flooded the main road.

Sakhi and Wali come to Qala-e-Panjah for a mission. This mission is hoped to bring change to the life in the valley. Tajikistan, the country at the other side of the river, agreed to open it’s gate to the Wakhan Valley of Afghanistan, and the opening date is today.

The night before, Sakhi and Wali met the Shah and other respected men of Qala-e-Panjah to discuss about the ceremony with the Tajikistan side. Transport is always a big problem here and I’m sure the Tajikistan officials would be surprised to death to know that high rank commanders and government officers of Afghanistan side had to hitch hike a tractor to meet them. The police station in Qala-e-Panjah had arranged a police car and another one to be arranged from Boroghil side. No journalists from Afghanistan, neither government representatives from Kabul, to witness the moment of this border opening from another unknown country in the land of middle of nowhere. This international ceremony has to be reduced to two village party. I had to hitch hike the tractor again to reach the border.

It was not clear about what would happen. The folk are talking about visiting the bazaar in Tajikistan side. The Tajikistan side promised to allow people from Afghanistan side to attend Bazaar e Mustarak to celebrate the moment. Sakhi also talked about smuggling me there by making a plot. I had to pretend to be a Hazara with a name Poyandah Eshkashem bin Rajab. I don’t think that Tajikistan is a happy country to smuggle into. The country is notorious of its KGB (Komite) and funny jails.

The border-in-question is located in Ghoz Khan, only a few kilometers away from Qala-e-Panjah but has to be reached after a long detour to cross the only bridge in Soust as Ghoz Khan is located at the other side of Wakhan River, exactly at the junction of Wakhan, Pamir, and Tajikistan. The bridge was not built by the Afghans, but by the invaders Russians for the transport of their troop from Tajikistan during the war. I started at 4 a.m. with the tractors. The VIP departed from Qala-e-Panjah at 6. I was dipped into the rivers along the journey and had to climb the rocks to avoid another streams. Life in Afghanistan is not easy.

Life in Ghoz Khan is very simple. There is an NGO doctor from the U.K. working in the area, but education is still a luxury. Ghorab Khan, 12 year old cowboy from Ghoz Khan has to upper area, 2 hours from his house for school. In this area, altitude plays more important role and direction is given in ‘upper’ or ‘lower’ only. He departs at 5 as the school starts at 8. “I study many things,” said him, “Dari, Pashto, Mathematics, science, geography, sport, and many others.” His class finishes at 12 and arrives at home at 2 or 3, and then he goes to the grassland to graze his father’s cattle: donkeys, cows, and sheep. His neighbor, Salamat, 8 years old, grazes the animals together with him until 5 o’clock, when they return back together to their homes from the watery grassland.

The VIP arrived first in the border. It’s a wooden bridge of 3 meter wide and less than 20 meter long across the Amu River to Tajikistan. It was built also not by Tajikistan themselves, but by their ex-colonizer, the Russians. In Afghanistan side nothing exists. In Tajikistan side of the bridge there is a welcoming banner with flag and coat-of-arms of the country, army guards, wire barriers, and an uncompleted construction. The Afghan soldiers, some came together with Sakhi, some others reached the border after a morning hike, was busy with their satellite telephones to contact their commander in Ishkashim. Afghan soldiers working in this lonely area don’t earn much. Qurban, 21 year old border soldier from Qala-e-Panjah earns only 3000 Af per month. The soldiers, as well as Sakhi, also are not sure about what would happen today, as nothing is seen on Tajikistan side.

Everybody in Wakhan is desperate that the bridge to be opened soon to connect the valley with Tajikistan. The Ismaili spiritual leader, the Hazrat Imam Aga Khan, had once visited the Wakhan Valley from the Tajikistan side. He came to the middle of the bridge and waved his hands to his followers in Afghan side. The Afghans only might see him from distance.

About 10 o’clock, two high ranked Tajikistan military officers come to the middle of the bridge, met by Sakhi and one another Afghan officers. The Tajikistanis are invited to come to the Afghan side to talk with the Shah and other respected men from Afghan Wakhan. A man expressed his happiness by opening of the border. “We don’t have anything here. Even we don’t have hospital,” said him hoping that Afghan villagers will get health service in Tajikistan, something that might be a little bit too difficult to realize, as one need to posses passport and visa to cross the bridge. Getting Tajik visa is only possible from Kabul, days of journey away. The 20 m long bridge at least equals to the double distance to Kabul.

Tajikistan doesn’t make any agreement about border pass system to allow people from the border to pass freely. In fact the country has fear about their Afghan border and put many spies and detectives from the KGB to control illegal border crossing. Illegal border crossing in the winter time from Afghan side is common when water of the Amu River is low and the river becomes crossable. Afghanistan is more relaxed about illegal crossing, as nobody wants to cross from Tajikistan to this poor neighbor.

“Tajikistan has law of dogs, qanon-e-sag!” said Wali, expressing his unhappiness about the regulation of border crossing of this neighboring country. The Tajik officials delivered invitation to 6 VIPs from Afghan side to attend the Bazaar Mustarak in the Tajik side. The bazaar will be held monthly, starting from August 1, 2006. People from Wakhan are allowed to join after some procedural border crossing, and the bazaar is just located next to the bridge. Nobody is allowed to go further beyond this point, unless he gets authorization from Dushanbe, the Tajik capital. This ‘law of dogs’ probably is a characteristic of more systematically organized law and regulation of a more stabile country.

When I asked the people about the impact of the new border, Wali and other Afghan government servants are optimistic. “We can get things from the bazaar,” said Wali. “Wand we can go to the hospital,” said the other. About passport and visas, the two officers were sure that it would not be necessary. “Just a protocol from valesvali (district office),” said Wali, “is needed.” The Shah was more realistic. “Any faeda (use) or not, I still don’t know. Now I can’t say it’s good or bad. Tomorrow I will see,” said him. Tomorrow everybody will have the chance to see Tajikistan, and hopes it is offering, himself.
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“In Tajikistan they have everything but money. In Afghanistan we have money but nothing else.” - Mehruddin

The distance from Faizabad to the eastern town of Ishkashem is merely 160 km, but as anywhere in Badakhshan province, the road is unpaved and dusty. The transport is also difficult and unreliable. I was staying in the house of a journalist-cum-farmer, Mr Jaffar Tayyar, in the outskirt of Faizabad. As customary in Afghanistan, all long distance public transport departs very early in the morning as traveling after dark is dangerous. To reach the bus depot in Faizabad I had to walk from the village of Mr. Tayyar as early as 4 a.m.

There is no direct bus to Ishkashim. First one has to get to Baharaq, 42 km or 2 hours from Faizabad. It costs 150 Af. Baharaq is a nondescript little bazaar village. Here the onward transport to Ishkashim might be found. They only depart when there are enough passengers, and as Ishkashim is not a major destination, thus it’s unreliable.

I was lucky when I arrived there was a passenger bus (4 WD Toyota coach but mistakenly written as “ATOYOT”) which was almost full. After waiting for half an hour, the 20 passengers were squeezed in the tiny car. I got the front seat, quite comfortable. The fare was 400 Af. The total 160 km from Faizabad to Eshkashem cost 650 Af or 13 US$. Transport in Afghanistan is always expensive.

I got diarrhea. And maybe because of that I got altitude sickness also. The altitude of Faizabad is merely 1200 m, but Ishkashim is high, 2600 m. Because of the sudden ascend and my weakness, my head was dizzy all the way. The beautiful scenery along the way didn’t impress me at all because of that. I even forgot to ask the name of the passenger sitting next to me.

Along the way, there were fields of poppy, as much as it seemed replaced wheat and rice as the staple of the people. It was in district Baharak and Jurm. The poppy plants look cute, with flowers wrapped in round shaped green cover. The blossoms are extremely beautiful. Mostly violet, but there were also some other colors. There were some men, as well as some young kids, working in the fields to harvest their plantation. June and July are the months when the poppy is harvested. It’s the cover of the flower which was scratched for use.

At 1 p.m. we stopped in a village, supposed not too far already from Ishkashim to have lunch in a restaurant. Here I met a cyclist from Czech Republic, was cycling all the way from his country to India. When he saw me for the first time, his first question was, “here, not many tourists, right?”, showed his worry about abundance of tourists to belittle his adventure in the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. He just came from Tajikistan, crossed the border in Ishkashim, and now was heading to Mazhar e Sharif before going to Kabul to continue to Pakistan. Knowing I came from Indonesia, he was so excited and recounted his holiday a year before in islands east of Bali. Tajikistan sounds very near now.

When I arrived in Ishkashim, about 3:30, Tajikistan even became visible. The hills seen from the main road is Tajikistan territory already. There is a hill in Afghan script, written in Arabic script, “Khos Amaded”, Farsi for ‘welcome’.

I was so dizzy and weak when the police grabbed me to the interview room. He looked at my passport, upside down. I had to ask permission from him, as I couldn’t control my diarrhea. The police station has toilet but no water. I had no paper. So he asked me to do my business behind the tress and get washed from the sewage. When I came back he returned back my passport, without doing anything on it. He asked me to come again the day later as the commander was sleeping already.

I went to the restaurant opposite the street. I took rest there. In Afghanistan one can take rest and even overnight in the restaurants or chaikhanas as long as he (not she) takes food from there. The restaurants have the responsibility to take care of the mosafer (travelers). And this kind of Afghan hospitality helped me to survive in this difficult and rough country.

The young boy prepared my mattress on the floor plus a blanket so I could take nap. He also prepared a pot of tea, free of charge. His name is Momin, 10 years old. He knows and admires Dr Momin Jalali whom I was staying with in my first day in Faizabad, the provincial health director.

Staying in chaikhana is also the best way to gather stories from the locals. A wisdom saying in Afghanistan was that nothing that you could not learn from the tea houses. There are many mosafers also staying the night in the restaurants. Mehruddin is one of them. He is 30 years old Tajik trader from Panjshir valley. He does business often in Tajikistan, the country just across the river. He just came back from Tajikistan and now heading to Kabul. When I saw him, he was busy counting his somoni, the currency of Tajikistan. He does spare-part trading. From him I heard a lot about Tajikistan, the country which is just visible from here. Tajikistan is separated from Afghanistan by the Amum River, 3 km away from Ishkashim, but the life there is as different as land from the sky. The voice of Tajikistan is hearable from everywhere in Afghanistan. Manija, a female Tajik singer from Dushanbe, is so famous in Afghanistan and just recently successfully held big concerts in Kabul and Mazhar-e-Sharif. “The shopkeepers, restaurant waiters there are all women,” said him. The Tajik women in Tajikistan wear short sleeves and miniskirts, but the same ethnic women in Afghanistan side all hide under burka. It is only few kilometers away, separated by river and connected by a bridge,. But history had brought different fates for the villages on both sides of river (there is also Ishkashim over there in Tajikistan side).

Which one is more prosperous, Tajikistan or Afghanistan? Mehruddin answered, “Tajikistan people have everything but money. Afghan people have money but nothing else.” In Tajikistan the house are good, the road and electricity are also reliable, food is easy to find. But people are poor. The salary of waitress rarely exceeds 100 Somoni (30 US$) per month. Earning one third of that amount is more common. In Afghanistan, contrary, money is easier to get. But even paved road and electricity is not available here. Not to mention far flung province like Badakhshan, even in Kabul, the capital, many areas are not touched by electricity.

The Tajik side over the river is the Gorno Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast (GBAO) area, once was war frontlines. GBAO is restricted area; one should get a special permit to enter. As Mehruddin said, the permit was merely money problem, 30 $ cost and the visa will be surcharged handwriting Rusian script “GBAO”. Mehruddin’s 3 month multiple entry GBAO Tajik visa just expired. He has to go back to Kabul to renew one.

Morning in Ishkashim started peacefully. Men in nan (bread) shop were busy making the flat breads. The traditional bread is made by putting the shaped wheat in a stove (bokhari or tandoor) facing directly to fire. The boys in the restaurant had breakfast by breaking the nan to small pieces and mix it in a bowl of salty milk tea.

The main road of Ishkashim is a small dirt road with strips of simple shops on its both sides. The commodity are mostly Chinese but soon might be replaced by the Central Asian ones. There was a talk to make free trade zone on an island in the middle of Amu Darya so the traders can do business without the hassle of applying visa. This hopefully will boast trade between Afghanistan and Tajikistan. Indonesian shampoo “Emeron” and glass “Royalex” dominate the local market at this moment.

The town of Ishkashim is quite sleepy. As sleepy as the police station. I was there at 7 to get the permit to Pamir, essential procedure to enter the restricted area of Wakhan Corridor and Pamir. The guard told me to come at 8 as the commander was ‘still sleeping’. Instead of saying that the important man was not in charge yet, he preferred to use the term ‘sleeping’, giving impression that it was the custom in this sleepy town. In fact the permit I got from governor office in Faizabad was not addressed to commander of Ishkashim, but to the Wakhan district, added me more things to worry about.

After 8 life started lazily. The shops opened. And boys on bicycle were passing through the road. Afghans, despite of their image of masculinity and roughness, have a cute and romantic habit of decorating their bicycles with flowers. It reminded me to extraordinarily bizarrely flowery decorated trucks of Pakistan.

Morning time was also time to feed the animals. The little ‘cowboys’ brought their cows, donkeys, and horses to the pasture. The landscape of Ishkashim is very ‘Central Asian’. The green steppe rivaled that of Mongolia and the majestic peaks emphasized the beauty.

Life in this high, cold town had not changed a lot. The war never extended for long time here. I saw tanks everywhere, I presumed they were Russians, as the Soviet troops entered Afghanistan from its Central Asian republics and Tajikistan was one of the army bases. Ishkashim and Wakhan Corridor were important gates of the Russian troops to Afghanistan. But civil war and Taliban never really arrived here. On the steppe, when watching the cows grazing on the grass and the little cowboys busy of preventing their animals to eat the wheat, I met Gul Mir, a 65 year old man from a neighboring village. “Life after war is better,” said him, “because during the wars people went out to other countries, and from there they learnt about better life.” He believed that if there had not been wars in Afghanistan, the life would have not changed at all as people never knew about the life outside.

Information about outside world now comes easily here. One does not to be refugees in other countries anymore to see life outside. Except from the TV that broadcasts news and Indian TV serial “Mother-in-Law was once also a Daughter-in-Law” which attracts the attention of all men in the village, the ISAF soldiers also come and distributed their missions in their publication, ISAF News. The publication name in Farsi is “Sada ye Azadi”, Voice of Freedom. Today I saw two big cars of Denmark soldiers, surrounded by happy villagers receiving the propaganda pamphlet. ISAF News is a publication of several pages, newspaper look alike, written in 3 languages: Farsi, English, and Pashto. The contain varied from photos of World Cup, Nasruddin humor stories, world news, ISAF activities, until a column “Why I am Here?”, showing interviews with ISAF soldiers. The soldier in this edition is a Swedish lieutenant saying that Afghanistan was beautiful country especially in summer, destroyed by 10 years of wars with Russians, and he was there to help the Afghan to build and reconstruct their countries. ‘Wars with Russians’ somehow was little bit out-placed to be read here in Ishkashim, where most people loved the communist regime of Najibullah very much and the pictures of Najibullah could be seen everywhere from the restaurants, shops, until police stations.

I saw villagers struggled hard to get the publication. One man was so proud that he got two copies of it. The other males were sitting next to the street, in deep concentration of reading the Sada ye Azadi copy. When I asked some of them to read loud what they were reading, they giggled, and told me that they didn’t read. This also included the man who struggled hard to get the two copies. Maybe the biggest attraction was the foreigners, the big giant soldiers, as old villagers were very satisfied to be able to shake the hands of the white men.

Mehruddin and Mohammad Naim, the two traders doing business in Tajikistan offered me to go to the public shower (hammam e omomi). This one is a free one. Just have shower in the riverside. Life in the village is very simple. Our restaurant has no toilet and the toilet business just can be done on the ground. Practical, no need even to dig any holes. Just squat and do it. In the morning the ground become fertile soil scattered by human fertilizer, produced by the restaurant workers, guests, travelers, and villagers. I was therefore desperate of a comfortable hammam. The river was a small river behind the road. This river heads to the big Amu Darya, the historical river that bordered northern Afghanistan. The water was extremely cold. Mehruddin said in Tajikistan in hammam one needed not to wear anything, but in Afghanistan it was essential to cover. He lent me his boxer and I started to “swim” in that 15 cm deep little stream.

Lunch in the restaurant is again the gathering time of the travelers and guests. The menu is only rice and meat soup. The little boys were busy of preparing the whole morning. During lunch time, as well as dinner time, the generator is turned on so that the guests may watch recent gossips from the TV set. There were some men coming with Kalashnikov guns. It’s not a surprising scene in Afghanistan. The men were security guards of the town. The air was also filled by the smell of marijuana, and may be also opium, and most of the men chew naswar, the traditional addictive drugs. Drugs are not foreign to people in this area.

Talking about the drug culture, Syed Mohabbat shah (his name literary means King of Love), 42 year old pharmacist graduated from former Czechoslovakia, told me that drug addict was big problem here. The man works in drug rehabilitation center in Ishkashim, and the patients also included many women and children. In Ishkashim, poppy (Farsi: taryaq) is not grown. But the people of Ishkashim, as well as Wakhan and Shernon are notorious as loyal consumers. The people of Baharaq, Jurm, Wardooj, Khosh, Argu, Darayum are the producers. The poppy is cultivated and sold to the consumer districts. The people of Ishkashim and areas along the Tajik border are Ismailis. I was not sure whether there was relation with the high drug addiction case. But this area is undeveloped. Just recently the Ismaili Aga Khan foundation started the development, health service (like the modern new hospital of Ishkashim) and agricultural programs in the area. “They helped us a lot,” said Mr Muhabbat. The Swiss-born Aga Khan is Ismaili spiritual leader and Aga Khan organizations has brought development to the Ismaili areas like Northern Areas in Pakistan, Wakhan Corridor of Afghanistan, and GBAO of Tajikistan.

Mr Muhabbat has modern vision about his country. It might have something to do with his education in the European country. He went there 12 years ago when civil wars took place in his homeland. When he returned back, his country was destroyed. His idea of modern life cant be implied in his village of Ishkashim, where despite of majority of people are Ismaili followers, the women still wear burqa. Burqa does not exist in Ismaili teachings. The burqa in Ismaili society in Ishkashim, said him, was the result of pressure of the culture which was pushed by the Sunni majority of Afghanistan. He also added that burqa was for the safety of the woman herself.

When I was talking with Mr Muhabbat, we were suddenly surrounded by two dozens of spectators, all males, ranged from little garbage-picker boys until bearded men in their 70’s. All were excited to see foreigner, rarely to be seen in their village.

When the night falls, again the restaurant is willed by guests to have dinner and TV entertainment. Afghans are very religious. Not only they always bring the shawl on their shoulder all the time, so they can deliver prayers at any place, they also observe the prayers on exact times. The TV was shut down and the hall of the restaurant became deserted in order of seconds after the azan, the prayer calls, were heard.

TV is also media of socialization. About twenty men in the halls concentrated deeply to the news programs and discussed about the current issues. Many of the men came from uneducated background like truck drivers, farmers, and mechanics. The recent discussion was about moral situation in today Afghanistan, after the Department of Moral and Virtue (Amar Ma’ruf Nahi Munkar) of Taliban regime was abandoned. Coincidentally the news then delivered a crime case of a transsexual who was sentenced due to kidnapping a boy, caused by his/her desperateness to have a child. The people in the restaurant thought it was funniest news of the day. I wished I mastered more Farsi so I could understand what they were laughing about.

These male guests, as well as their countrymen throughout Afghanistan, stick at Tolo TV at 8:3 until 9 p.m. daily for watching the Farsi dubbed, family Indian serial about the infamous mother-in-law.

It’s not only Tajikistan which has strong influence here. The far away India is also a considerable player.

